8                    OUR EVOLVING CIVILIZATION
It seems probable that every 150 million years or so, the carlh
undergoes a period of widespread contraction and mountain-building.
In the simplest language (which necessarily cannot be a complete
explanation) the main central portion of the globe contracts slightly,
The outer crust is already solidified, and resists crumpling to some
extent. However, the intermediate weaker layer yields; and the outer
solid crust accommodates itself as best it can to the lesser volume
produced by the contraction of the main portion of the globe. It has
been suggested by Hobbs that the regular geometrical figure which would
develop in the outer crustal layer under these conditions would be the
tetrahedron. The diagrams in Fig. 1 will make the theory readily
understandable.
Before considering how closely the actual pattern of the earth
corroborates Green's hypothesis, we must consider another of the basic
principles involved in a study of the earth's shape. We find that the
most resistant portions of the crust arc the great level or undulating
expanses of ancient rock which arc known as Shields* These have
resisted earth-folding right through the latter part of the geological
record, say for the last 450 million years. The striking elevations of I he
earth are almost wholly made up of portions of the crnst developed
between these large shield areas; in fact mountain-building is closely
linked with movements of the great shields, as we shall see very shortly,
It is found that these shields in general occur near the four project ing
corners of our tetrahcdral globe (Fig. 1 at A) or along the edges nearby*
They are indeed the main skeletal elements of each continent, the solid
nuclei against which the rest of the continent has gradually accumulated*
A familiar object may be used to illustrate how the shields are
involved in the processes of mountain-building. Let us take a rubber
balloon, inflate it, and cover certain oval patches on its surface with a
light coat of varnish. Such a treatment is suggested in Fig, 1 ut A.
Now we slightly deflate?the balloon, and we shall find that the resistant
varnished areas remain relatively smooth, while the intervening weaker
portions of the rubber are puckered into many folds and ridges. This
is much what happens on the earth's surface during those periods of
crustal change which we call mountain-building. Some of the most
striking of these elongated crustal puckers, which we call mountains, arc
represented by the lines AB and CD in Fig, 2. The fold AB can be
traced running between the resistant shields of Angara on the north,
and Africa and Australia on the south, if we compare Fig, 1 at A and